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A cloud hangs over the Aug. 7 inauguration of Colombian president-elect Ernesto Samper, as
allegations continue that his campaign received money from the Cali drug cartel. The suspicions
have strained relations with the US, encouraging the US Senate to threaten a cutoff of drug-war
assistance to Colombia. In turn, US demands for changes in Colombia's anti- drug policies have
generated sharp criticism by Colombian officials against US interference in Colombia's internal
affairs.
The controversy first exploded on June 21, just two days after Samper was elected, when judicial
authorities received an audio cassette from anonymous sources that contained a conversation
between journalist Alberto Giraldo and Miguel and Gilberto Rodriguez Orejuela. The Orejuela
brothers are leaders of the Cali cartel, and Alberto Giraldo is known to have connections to the
cartel. The three were recorded discussing a possible contribution of US$3.75 million for the Samper
campaign, allegedly in exchange for the drug cartel's say in the appointment of some officials once
the new government took office.
In the weeks after the scandal exploded, three other cassettes appeared with additional phone
conversations between the Rodriguez Orejuela brothers and Giraldo. The subsequent cassettes also
recorded conversations over cartel plans to influence the presidential campaigns of both Samper
and his principal rival Andres Pastrana. In addition, some current officials were implicated in drug
dealings on the tapes, including police chief Gen. Octavio Vargas Silva. Giraldo has since admitted
acting as a go-between, but he insists that neither Samper nor Andres Pastrana accepted money
from the drug barons. Samper himself has also repeatedly denied that his campaign received
any drug money. The tapes, dubbed "narco cassettes," provided US government officials with
ammunition for their allegations that the Colombian government has been soft about going after the
Cali cartel.
Colombia waged an energetic war against the now defunct Medellin cartel, but has not gone after
the Cali group with the same vigor, despite US pressure. US officials have long suspected that
the Cali drug empire had infiltrated the top echelons of the Colombian political system through
bribes and intimidation. In fact, reflecting the simmering tensions between the US and Colombia,
in May the US unilaterally suspended its radar surveillance in Colombian territory, as well as its
sharing of intelligence information with Colombian authorities. The official US explanation said
the move was based on Colombia's allegedly-reckless policy of shooting down any planes that did
not respond to orders to land. However, the change in US policy was apparently a slap at Attorney
General Gustavo de Greiff Restrepo. De Greiff Restrepo has come under attack by US drug officials
for offering leniency to drug kingpins who surrender, and for advocating legalization of drugs.
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The US Department of State has since sent Colombia a 14- page report, which outlines 24 steps that
drug-producing or transit countries such as Colombia must take. If the steps are not implemented,
Colombia will risk large cutbacks in US aid. On July 9, de Greiff Restrepo called the US demand
for changes in Colombia's anti-drug policies "insolent" and "disrespectful," and said Colombia
does not let other countries influence or interfere in its policies. Police chief Vargas Silva scheduled
a trip to Washington to try to smooth over the controversy. During his visit, he planned to meet
with officials of the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), Congress, and the Justice and State
departments. But on July 11 he abruptly returned to Colombia after the DEA canceled his scheduled
meeting with DEA director Thomas Constantine.
The DEA claims that Vargas Silva had only been invited for a "courtesy visit," and that to include
the DEA director on the agenda would require more preparation time. Nonetheless, the cancellation
came just after the release of the fourth "narco cassette" in the Samper drug scandal. That cassette
allegedly mentions a bribe paid to Gen. Vargas Silva to ease police pressure on the Cali cartel for
three months, generating suspicion that the DEA hoped to distance itself from the general in protest
over the revelations unfolding in the narco cassettes. Vargas Silva said that, although the tape did
not mention him by name, he had turned it over to the Attorney General's office for investigation.
So far, the Communications Ministry has prohibited radio and television stations from broadcasting
the tape. "It hurts that my honesty is questioned over a recording in which my name is not even
mentioned," said Vargas. There was strong reaction in Colombia to the DEA rebuff. The Colombian
Defense Ministry issued a public statement complaining of the abrupt cancellation of the meeting,
and pointed out that it was the DEA who had invited Vargas Silva to Washington more than two
months earlier. Tensions escalated further when, on July 15, the US Senate voted 94-0 to withhold
future drug-war assistance to Colombia unless President Bill Clinton can certify that the Colombian
government is cooperating fully with US anti-drug efforts and investigating alleged government
corruption.
The legislation, sponsored by Sen. Jesse Helms (Re-N.C.), was an amendment to the foreign aid bill.
Colombians were outraged by the vote, and insisted that they would not be intimidated by pressure
from the outside to change Colombian policies. In fact, Foreign Minister Noemi Sanin said if the bill
passes the House and becomes law, Colombia will unilaterally reject any US anti-drug aid. President
Gaviria, who leaves office on Aug. 7, said that Colombia has not let down its guard in going after
the Cali leaders and stressed that Colombia has suffered more human and material losses than any
other country in the battle against the drug mafia.
"No one has the moral authority to question us, to look us in the eye and tell us we have not done
enough to fight the drug cartels," said Gaviria on July 14. "Here we fight drug trafficking because we
understand only too well the price of indifference, of looking the other way and being complacent
to crime." Still, notwithstanding the US threats to reduce aid, on July 11 the new US Ambassador
to Colombia, Myles Frechette, announced that major increases in anti-drug aid and economic
assistance for Colombia would be forthcoming. Frechette said that the US was still concerned
about allegations of drug money in Samper's campaign, but said he had spoken with the presidentelect and was confident that the US and the Samper administration would be able to work well
together in the fight against drug trafficking. Frechette said that the Helms amendment caught the
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State Department by surprise and that every effort would be made to see that aid was not cut off.
Meanwhile, there is much speculation about who is responsible for the cassettes and who will be
implicated next.
A group called the "Honorable Colombians," which says it is working to eliminate corruption,
has taken credit for distributing the cassettes. In a letter mailed to the Associated Press, the group
said it wants "a clean democracy" worthy of respect. "This is about putting in prison the corrupt
people who buy and hush consciences, tarnishing the real image of the country," read the letter.
Nevertheless, Bogota's El Tiempo newspaper speculated that the "Honorable Colombians" are a
front for some powerful institution, since only the government, drug traffickers, and US authorities
have technology capable of recording the talks. The US State Department has denied involvement.
In an ironic twist to the story, on July 15 the Rodriguez Orejuela brothers sent a letter to the attorney
general in which they insisted that Giraldo had come to them with the idea of offering money to the
presidential candidates. The letter said that the campaign treasurers of both parties had refused the
money and charged that the tapes had been edited to change the original meaning.

-- End --
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